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ABSTRACT

The assumptions behind secondary school literature
course tests--whether asking students to recall aspects of literary
wvorks, to relate literary works to each other, or to analyze
unfamiliar literary works--are open to question. They fail to
acknowledge some of the most important aspects of literature which,
if properly taught, should provide a broad experience of ‘domestic and
foreign cultures, create a literate populace, develop student
comprehension of and response to events, and cultivate an articulate
and informed taste. With several specific behavioral objectives as
testing guides, both objective and essay tests may be
formulated--deftly and carefully-- which would include questions
concerning comprhension, perception of literary forms, emotional
response and its articulation, aesthetic judgment, and the value to
the student of literary experiences. (JM)




o
o
'_-q
o~
o
o
L)

SERMISSION 10 REPROOUCE THIS COPY-

is DOCUMENT MAS BEEN REPRO ! s CORY.
ENT OF HEALTH, DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM RIGHTED MATERIAL HAS BEEN :
$ DEPARTM THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATH N
v “U““ON‘W‘:‘::ROEF ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR GPINIONS Alan C. Purves i
NATIONAL INVTIY STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE
EDUC"'ON SENTOFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF R
ECUCATION POSITION OR POLICY. © 70 ERC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING

UNDER AGREEMENTS WITH THE NATIONAL IN-
STITYUTE OF EDUCATION. FURTHER REPAO-
DUCTION QUTSIDE THE ERIC SYLTEM RE-

TEST ING? TESTING? IN LITERAPURE? QUIRES PERMISSION OF THE COPYRIGHT
Alan C. Purves OWNER
Yes, yes, yes, and no, no, no, and might be, might be, might be are the
three sets of answers I have to the questions in the title of this talk.

Yes, testing goes on. Yes Eesting in literature goes on, That i{s to say,
teachers who teach liCeratufe courses often give te;ts. More often than not,
these tests ask students to recail'aSpeczs‘of books, étories, poems, plays they
have read, Or they'ask scudents to place the works they have read into some
larger context-~thematic, most probably, although sometimes historical or
sometimes aesthetic, Many literature courses have tests with questions ‘l{ke:
"Napoleon and Snowball are rivals in what book?" or like "How do J. D, Salinger

* .

and Ann Petry treat thé theme of the search for identity?" Some teachers will
vary th#figg;:ah-oﬁ memory testing by using the critical readLng test device of
giving the students an unfamiliar text and asking them questions about that
text--often asking for an analysis and interpretatton of it. o

; think that I have described what typifies most testing of students in
secondary school literature courses, Students are asked to recall aspects of

literary works; they are asked to relate literary works to each other, and they

are asked to analyze unfamiliar literary works, Sometimes they are asked to

. perform these.acts,inmtimﬂd.tests,hsometimes in take-home esgsays, sometimes - in. ...

other media like film or some oral or dramatic form,

Sometimes teachers use externally prepared>tests, tike the Iowa tests or
the Hoskins-Sanders tests. These tests ask many of the same sorts o[ questions
although often in a multiple-choice format.

On the basis of chese externally or internally made tests students are

sorted and rated as to their literary ability or achievement. That is what s ’:}tggk

going on, I think. At least tha: s what I have observed e ,‘7~
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What are the assumptions behind this kind of testing? The first would seem
to be that literary works--or certain parts of them should form part ‘of. the
memory core of human beings, The second is that the students shqqld be able to
connect works of literature with each other acéora}ng to a certain set of
linkages;-often the 11nkaée§ of a unit or an elective course title., The third
is that students should learn the operatfoh§ of a professional critic or éomeone's‘:
perception of a professional critic,

Ate these assumptions open ﬁo‘question? I think they are, I think if is
questionable ﬁrethe: many of the things we ask stpgeﬁté to remembe: are yorth
rememberingbdlwzé.1;‘;;1den is perhaps worth asking; who is Horwitz in the same

book is not quite as important I suspect, but asking that question is the o

ds mg Son remarcked i h\s +ea¢h‘|~‘ ‘]:F she wan.\.s o know "‘\O.‘ :

' 1 i ! aanﬂf'
that's really going to trap them.AThe function of literatute in the memory 13 \0h¥uﬂo&odu
not direct, it forms a part of the experient. fal worlcf we have in our heads and\ $h'¢ Fead

! i the book
we bring it forth in associative fashion more often than not, v ;‘eysﬁwec{

I have a friend who when observing the 1972 campaign suddenly saw
that George McGovern was like Jay Gatsby and our president very much 1ike
Nick Carraway, That is what Harrn%roudy has called the associative use of
learning, and it is probably the most important function of literature.

(L also think it is questionable that we should expect students to put
siterary works into the pigeonholes that we have creqted. Why shouid Catcher
in che Rye be classified as a search for identity book? Well why not? But
it could also be classified a fifties book, a city book, a book about man's
~ inhumanity to man, a book about families, a book about love, a book about growing
up, a book about existentialism, a confessional book, an American book, iach

iof these and others could be the tttle for a unit 1nto whlch Cntcher could be

.f’fplaced.i The 1£nkages betueen selections are arbitrery as are the clasalfleattons
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placed upon any single book. It might be as important for students to see
' what their pigeonholes are as it is to see if they can put thinge'in‘ours.
- As to the assumptions underlying analytical questions; the'mqjor
assumption I have found islthat the tester wants the etudent to ape the kind
of criticism that the testef was trained in, I have recently completed a
study of literature education in ten couRtfies. y One of the major findings of
that study is that by the end of secondary school, ﬁost students in a country
acaquire a pattern of critical response to literary works characteristic of
that country, We asked students and.teachers to list the questions they:thought
most important to ask after reading a piece of fiction, At age fourteen, the
students were interestee.in a wide variety of questieke; by the end of secondary
school they were {nterested in fewer. And wonder of eonders they chbose €the
questions that were preferred by‘the teachers, That finding bothers me, 'Itl
~bothers me in that I see the real criterion of achievement in literature being
whether the students can agree with their teachers, It seems to me that
that 'is what too many of the tests in literature are about, what too many of the
judgments of achievement are,
Those then, are my no's, I think that the dangers of literature'teaching
- «ind testing.lie in.the.fact that they. fail to acknowledge -some of'the MOSE: oo
iméortant aspects of literature and literature study. Tue first 18 that literature.’ .
Sober L Mol
exists as a source of pleasure as well as a source of instruction--it instructs i
through pleasure. The second {s that a single work of literature is incapable o
of being caught by any single criticism of it. It may not even be caught hy a
~ multipefSpectived'crittcism. ”he third is’ that the experience of litorature

e,,contains unique and common elements, unique to the 1ndividual reader and commonf

T'"ﬁ‘~Co a class of readers.
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This being so, I would say that teachers might be held accountable for

certain aspects of literature education.

1,

-, ;Becoming the property of Our elite. »k'

Teachers should, I think, be accountable to the public for, providing

a wide variety of literary selections to etudents. The reasons for tpis
lie less in researchvchan in conventional w{sdom. We are a pluralistic
society in a polycultural world, ;ndlchdents should experience as

broad a variety of those cultures both foreign and domestic. 1 say
experience advisedly, for I.think that the measurement of broad
experience can only be-indirect. The fruits of broad readfng oceut

as Harry Broudy says not as directly replicated {n memory tests but as.

N >

they are used in interpreting other experiences and the predictability

. . ]

of that use is‘qutte uncertain. ‘ e
Teachers should be held accountable for foste;ing an interest in .

literature and the variety of satisfaction people can gain this £¥om.

This objective I see negatively in that literature, reading, televis}oﬁ( -
watching, films, theatre, and the like are often enjoyed.by mady ¢hitldren

in the early years of school and often tliey lose interest as they

progress through school. This is true particularly in the United States

,Aaztrtu;,_and»the.cagse,may»bewlaid in part-to-the -actions of teachers - - .f’“"*““

ane classes. This is a fundamental anomaly in the fact that we take

a pleasurable leisure activity and make it work, We should, I think,
make it play--serious play, intellectual play, bu: play. 'There are

ways of doing it, 1 think, The reasons for doing it h&ve‘to do with the

creation of a literate articulate populace, for perpetuating the very

plura}ism that we. cherxsh and we should try to prevent literature from s
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3. Teachers shoeld be held accountable for the develqpment of abilities
of students to comprehend and, more importantly, te be aware of ‘how
language and literature can manipulate their,responses'to,events.
News media, advertising, political speekers, poets all seek to manipulate
people's responses eo events, They do so éhrpugh their coetrol of
language, through their han{pulézidk of'ehe shaping and structuring of
_events--what they put next to what, what they omit, and the like, A
literate public should, I think, be aware of how literature and other
yervdl forms of expression-operate to affect their thought's and ‘féelings,
4, 1 think teachefs should be accountable for the development of an
articulate andliﬁfprm§¥ Egste.i I don't fhiﬁ;iteachers should or could
'iﬁfluence the preferences of readers, but they cad‘bertainly'raise‘with

1
their students questions of why they prefer what they do, questions of

what might account for differences,

Can we build a set of tests or some principles of testing on these prfnciples?_

Here! is where the might be's enter., Before we make up tests, we must make up
i

test specifications, and these call for--yes, you guessed it--behavioral objectives.

Let us try a ;buﬁke of objectives on for size, The student is able to describe
.41nhhisﬂwdy.theanature.of the pleasure he derived from experiencing-a piece-of - -
literature So thec an observer is able to comprehend’the nature of that pleasute.
The student 1s’ab1e to communicate in his way the kiﬁd and degree of instrbction E

~ he ‘derived from a piece of literature 80 that an observer is able to comprehcnd

e che nacure and extent of that 1nstruction. The student i8 able to communicace

_f,hts experience of & piece of licerature 1n such a way that ochers may remark the ;;j;7~~“f

szays 1n whieh that experience 1s unique or shared by others.ﬁ These flrst thre

AR
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o did the student perCeive as the shape or scructure of the seleccton, what

-

experiential aspects of a piece of literature.have operated Lo create the literary
experience that that student has had in such a way that an observer can assent

to the existetice of those formal experiential aspects in the work and the possibiligy
of their creating the expertience described, This ;bjective éarries with it the
rhetorical ability and some éoncepts about 1iteratur; as an art form.

All of the objectives speak to the f;cﬁlthat;the study of literature in
schools assumes cée importance of articulating one's experience, That articulation
need not be wrifien or verbal, but it must be communicated, It rus{ speak where
all the arts are dumb, as many critics have said, 'The objectives ad not inbist
on the articulation meeting the criterion of matching the.critical pronouncement
of an adult, much less a prqfessiongl. I have found i;.other studies. that
younger students tend to perceive literary works in terms of details and specifics
rather than in terms of generalizations. Given a caé%logue of symptoms about
sick character in a story, students tend not to generéliée that the characfer
is sick until they reach the agé of fifteen or sixteen, At the upper reaches
of secondary school they may be ready to go beyond such generalizations to symbolic
readings, Why should we expect a group of adolescents to perceive an ndolescent
character from the vantage point of a middle-aged Ph.D. or even a colloge
graduate who has been the student of that middle-aged Ph,D?

What sorts of tests might we derive from these ohjective;? Fivs: ¢f all
they would be tests that require the student to perceive a literary sclection,
~ respond to it, and express a response., As far as perception is concerned, the

tests might ask how the sthdent perceives certain aesthetic or literary concepts

ki;operating in the selection" what voice or voices did the studenb observc’ whatff

;gillinguistic cranbxormations of experience did che student observe.‘ Are there
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What other voices and poinBs of view appear? I think consensus woﬁld suggest
that Holden is the main voice and main point of view; others are seen through
his eyes, which may or may not be those of J. D. Salinger. The sgfucture is
roughly chronological but told in retrospect, ana.it is episodic, The language
is 1940's teen-age. Thiq.sét of perceptions is relatively routine, the kind
of summary statements that one could ask'in'a test of reading comprehenéion.

But the perception of the thing is not simply descriptive. How is the
itory perceived emotionally? For this kind of resting;‘bne eaiinent scholar-
teacher has used a series of scales. The student, would be asked tg rate, ,
Holden, say on a scale of one to five on such dimensions as sincerity, power,
honesty, malevolence, tbbghness, changeableness, and 'the like. Frqm thié series
of scales, which might be repeated at different timeg in the reading,' the tester
can get a sennt of the student's emotional perceptioﬁ of the characters,  Beyond
that, the teacher might ask the student to talk or wéicé about these emotions.
Does the description fit the sgales? Do the scales become fully articulated énd
communicated? 1Is the complexity of emotion recorded by the scales captured
in the verbal desgription? The teacher would not expéct it ko be at first, but
the students' growth might well be in terms of these criteria? The same kinds
 of scales might be used with the whole selection, although the terms might
becowme more aeséhetic ones, or ones more adaptable to the selection,

The next question is what do the students get out of the selection?
~Again a set of probing questions might be appropriate 1n that they might set

:che students to. explorinb their responses more fully than a simple "what did you

‘*”‘ get out of 1t?”_ One way is co pose a list of alternative areas of conaideration;‘

':‘Do you think the story is more about human relationships, about society, nbout

 what goes on 1n a petson, about the way we are, about the way we ahould;be,
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about yourself? These invitations are to be selected ameng, and then expanded, Another
cest situiation would be to pose the students the problem of filming or staging
the selection, What would be the selectionis mood? How would characters be

cast? How would the setting be dcne, how wphld the action go? The students
R 5

] ' .

are asked to confront all the issues they dféht cever in a paper or examination,
but their testing could be on the ‘coherence with which they juctify their
decisions and put them all together. The evidence would be that they were
thinking about what they were doing.

These testing devices eali—for arvariety of wmeans.: They cali for some'
objective and even multiple-choice items, Certainly the lesser aspects of '
perception can be so measured but' those scores must be coordinated with |
'Judgments of the articulation of the subtler aspects of respdnse, of the
perception and translation into some externalized meaium of that perception,

The criterion for judging that statement is not whether the students percebtions
are those of the ceachers, but whether they conform to some of the rules of
discourse. Are they clear? Are they coherent? Are they interesting? These
judgments can be made individually by the teacher or collectively by a jury of
other students,

There is one other aspect of testing in literaturewuhich‘should not be :
neglected, That is a test of whether literature and the literary exparience
is valued‘by the students, To so test is not to judge the students, but to.
judge tie effectiveness of instruction., There is no reason for students not
to value literature, not to be inrerested in it save for the success of schools ‘

’fikin killing off that interest.; 1f students emerge from a course or a curriculum :f
fﬁ‘iiking reading, with fewer interests in booka, films, theatre, television than :

zﬁfthey‘had ;ntered with, th n something drastic ought‘to,be4done about that_ g0 f?"*”f
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curriculum op coufse. In my interviews with high school seniors who don't like
literature, I find that they can often pi;point their dislike to,a"siﬁgle class
or.a single teacher, More often than not that teacher, was one ﬁho.forced them
into a particular_c;icﬁcglﬂmold before they were feady for it,

Testing in literature might, then, Include questions of comprehension,
.uestions of perception of certain literary forms, questions of emot{ional
‘esponse and {ts arclculacion, questions of what the students got from the
i iterature read, questions of aesthetic judgment, and questions of value about

the literary experience, To give a comprehensive account of what ohe has done,
one should {nclude all these matters as well as matters concerning the amount .
of reading and literary activity the students have done and will do,, ., A1l of
this can be done without violating the series of experiences the students hayae -
had with literary works, without destroying the tentaciveness and individuality -
of literary experience. It can be done deftly, It can be done very carefully.

If one is going to hold oneself accountable for those aspects of literary

instruction that I mentioned earlier, it must be done very carefully. One

shouldn't try to trap the students, one should use tests to find out how far

they have come in understanding themselves ard how imaginative language works

-.on:theiyp ,;imagj_na; 10!18. e i 8 i e e e e e S (---.)..;,w.,-\,\_m-M-\...,MV:,,.',




